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This D1mension Series program 15, for me, the latest ep1sode in
fourteen years of personal fascination and frustration with the notion '

of connmnity. My goal here is to argue for the value of fpnnmnity as- a

‘ . .
cmnnun1cat1ve study. Perhaps the best way to do so 1s\tf 1nd1cate how 1
4 !
. was']ed--awkward]y but 1nexorab1y--toward an interest in concept of

comunity.

My interest in community began with musings about the instrumental
A N

nature of human ¢ommunication and curiosity about the poorly-defined dis-

\
tinction between private and public communication. As a student of rhetoric
and as an essentially pragmatic native of Missouri, I have always been

ﬁ\"
less interested in what} conmun1cat1on is apdhow it works. Rather,,I ave®

e proposition to wh:ch all students of conmun1cat10n

been captured by|-

3

’ pay homage--t unication is 1nstrumenta1. As I‘understand this

L4

statement, ft B

at connmnicaﬁibn is the essential human tool, NWith
_ communication 'l' -te;*déVéTdb}‘EUEtain, and change things--things 1ike

self-tdentity, notions of reality and fantasy, human knowledge, relation-

3

shipss, énd systems_of social orgamization. -To say that communicagion is

instrumental is to challenge ourselves to become artful pragmatists--to
' \ e 's i ) P
* discover the means for exerting influence through other peoplg for identi-
( . ‘ . )

fiable ends. I suspect this focus is mostly responsible for burgeOnipg

L\ undergraduate enrollments; it provides us with a ready answer to that
ihelegant but inevitable question: "Yes, but what cangyou do with a major

.in communication?" . ,

As a student of rhe#oric and public address, I haté been fascinated

. and buzzled by the distinction made-<often glibly and-dogmatically--between

’
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.private and public communicative acts. Common sense, for example, suggests

.to me that some communicative acts are‘private and- some are public. It does

~

not require genfus to recogntze something qualitatively d1fferent between
the rnetonic of the bedroom and the—rhetoric of the boardroom. Neverthe-
less, I hiye found--as perhaps you have--that efforts to delineate the
distinct1on between private and public communieation are rarely made at

all and are less than sat1sfy1ng when.they are attempted For example,

I reject as nonsenseﬁthe argument that 1nterpersona1 communication which is
characterized by a high degree of personal self-disclosure.ijs private .
communication and all else is public. I watched along]with m11110ns of

other Americans as Jeddy Kennedy bared his soul to the people of Massachusetts
and the nat1on fbl]owing the tragedy at Chappaquwddwck

— — - S—— -y
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I reject, too, the implication found in Richard Sennett's book, The
y

,’ Fall of Public Man, that the ascendancy of private communication is -

ach Yed at the expense of public cbmmunication and tice versa.] I recognize
no such.limitationsfto the‘potentials for human communication.

It is worth‘not1ng'that the d1st1nct1on between private and public .
communigation remawns an open quest1on for our field and a matter of concern
for other fields. Recent]y, for example, the Center for 20th Century Studies
on the UniJers1ty of'Nieconsin;Miliaukee campus announced that it is-devoting
a year of tnter- d?sc1p11nary 1nqu1ry intp the d1st1nction between private
and public connmnieation, 1 sUspect that most of us in the field of ‘speech
communicAftion have confronted the quest1on of the distinction between

pr1vate and public connmnicatfon at sope time or another and, perhaps, have

generated a sufficient answer to‘:hat questwon.. ButRI am nQt aware of

B A ~, \
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any author1tat1§e treatment of the question or of any efforts to test and

11lustrate some conception of the dist1nction between private and public

L4

communication.
. For me--for now--the distinction betﬁeen private and bdb]ic communication’
1s best approaéhed pheriomenologically. Attentioﬁlmust be given to a series
of consénsual and 1nt;rdependegt perceptions whicﬁ define an interaction as
public or private.v These perceptions appear to me to include: 1. perceptions
of context and accessibility to context; 2. perceptions of relationship
including such issues as trust and relational style; and 3. # perceptions
of message content including language characteristics. I see hothing pro-
found in such a conceptua]izatiqn of the distfnction éetween private and

public communication--only a theoretical scheme which allows me to account,
. ~ .

tn a tentative way? for some intriguing differences in human communicative’

behavior. '

¥

At this point you are right to ask what all of this has to do with how
I came to focus on the notion of community or, more importantly, why 1
would argue that a focus on commdnity is essential to the study of communi-

cation. Let me offer three propositions which I will develop through the

Id

‘remainder of this paper and which, I believe, argue the value of“connunity
[y . )

as an essential focus for communication study: o

First, community, perhaps as no otHer level of social
organization, illustrates and fests the instrumental
nature of human communication.

J Secordly, commun1p§, perhaps as no other level of : i
. social organization, illustrates the delicate interplay
of private and public communication; and
\ -~ ' ’
-, . Finally, I will argue that community 1s perhaps the
unique context in which all human interactive units
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. i ’ exert communicative 1nf1Eence simultaneously. To .
: understand the meaning and functioning of community

s to understand more than we know now abbut the
- . relationships among interacting units. '

Beféﬁe attempting to develop these propositions, however, let me define '

what 1 mean by "community.® Community, I believe, is best defined as a

communication-engendered, pdychological construct basedlupon consensual
perceptions of connbnﬂidentity, 1ﬁterdependénce, ob]igatioh, and efficacy.
"~ From this view, community is defined directly from the experiences of .

s individuats as they interact with eachlother and as they ‘develop common.
interpretations af their exberience;. Community eiﬁﬂts, then, when indivi-
duals sense that it e;ists as a result of their interactions with other |
individuals. Seymur_garason appears tofsubstantilat’this definition of

community when he writes:

ra
Precisely because we all experience the presemrce or absence
of a psychological sense of community . . . some of its \
characteristics are not hard to state. The perception of
similarity to others, an acknow1edged\1nterdependencg with
others, a willingness to maintain ‘this interdependence by
giving to or doing 'for others what pne expects from them,
-the feeling that one is part of a larger dependable and stable
structure--these are some of the ingredients of the psycho-
logical sense °£ community. You know when you have tt and .

i when you don't.

‘ : From this perspective connuﬁity is not a place E9z“a series of 1nter}e1?ted ‘ ‘p ~‘
| and con§ensua1 perceptions which grow out of 1ﬁ£eract10n. Clearly, conmunity
can exist as part of some spatially-defined areas--such as the residentiSI' c;

neighborhood, but it is not restricted to such 1ocqles.3

Leét me ‘turn now to the first of three propositions which, I believe,

[} .

s argue the value of community. as an essential focus for communication study.
i ‘ Commuﬁity f1lustrates-and. tests the instrumental nature of communication. .

1?1 As the earlier definition of comunity suggests, community is created,

*' de‘:]oped,'éusxained, and changed through connuﬁication. “In her book, . k

[ J : '
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Contemporary Comﬁuhity, British sociologist Jacqueline Scherer summarized

what appears Fo be conménp]acé among social soientists; the understanding
that_connunication is the sine qua non of bonnunitj;‘ She writes:

John Dewey recognized that communication is at the heart

of any-community: we can only share in common what we can
communicate with others. CommuHicatibn. .. is the 1ife-
blood of all social structures. T - -,

Philosopher Glenn Tiﬁder is even more direct. "Community," he argues,

{15 enacted in the éctivit}'of communication. "> And sociologist

George Hillery, Jr., a€§ér reviewing 104 definitions Zf community
7jfoqnd that the only commen element in all such definitions was agreemént

that community is created and developed through communicg;ive‘iﬁteraction.

The process by which community is preatéd and dgve]oped is interestingly

»

traced by Herbert Gans. In The Levittowners, Gans writes:

- Different kinds of people came to Levittown for houses:
some because it was cheaper than the city; some to get land
for .the children; some to- have more privacy than in a flat. -,
The builder provided a house that met these needs at a price
they could afford. Once-there, residents had social cohtacts-
with those immediately klose; 'they then joined various organi-
zations to find,people with whom they shared some ‘cofimon
interests. In time, those within the érgénization who agreed
on-basic issues and values united (a) to gain power ovér the -~ .
organization itself and (b) eventually to use the organization
as @ ‘means of sharing the wider power in overall place.of
Levittown. ~As they did this, some residegts found themselves '
in a community and recognized it as $fGch. :

-

1]

It is Elear that community is not a "given";'it is intentionally created

’ -

or neglected. ﬁhat is not clear at present is what communication skills

.
are minimally essential for the creatiodqbf community. T am disturbed,

3

as perhaﬁs you are, by the implication that community is the serendipitous

result of some kind of communicative.activity over some indefinite periodf

of time?| o




. t ' ‘\ We do not accept}that kind of ambiguity concerning other 1eve1s'

of soc1a1 drganization and I see no reason for communication scholars to

-,

accept it with regard to community. If we knew, for example, what was °

minimally essential to create community we could explain, among, other
\ ’ - »

things, ﬁhy tt is difficult to synthesize community and why planred

¢ K}

comnunities are*often such abysmal failures.

The instrumental nature of communication s further‘l}}ﬁstrated and
- tested as we examife the ways”by which community or, a "sense of community"
is sustaineo Social scientists agree that, just as a “sense‘bf conmunity"
is created through cSmmunication, it is sustained by communicatk\n Through
communication the essential but often fragile perceptions and relationships
which defjne sense of compunity are’confirmed and e;hanced. So!ha]
scientists have\]iokéﬁ_extensiveness of conmunication contact with a,’

P

persisting sense of community, and pre]iminarj résearcp has demonstrated ™~

LA ¥

that the sense of cowmunity 1s-enhanced by greater frequency of visiting
among co;mun1ty res1dents and the kinds of contact which permi¢ res1dents
'to know each other by their first names. 8 A limited amount of research has
1inked consensua] definition of neighborhood or community boundaries to

a strengthéned sense of corrmumty,9

but that is an fnconsistent f1nd1ng.'
Various studies have also linked the extent of borrowing, shared super-
‘vision of children, house and apartment watching, cooperative efforts‘among
residents to reduce crime apd even 1oca1_shoppiné'interactions to an |
enhanced sense of comnunity among community ries‘idents.]0 Perhabs’most
1nterest1no of this research is the'work'oj Derek Phi]prs who limked
"1nteréction opportuhities" with "investment" in aqjsatisfaction w1th

local communtty structureg\]]

N : . 1
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Finally, a hosg of studies seek to exam1ne:thg extengi\sd effective-
ness ofkextra-communffy interaction wjth seﬁﬁg of Eommunity. Thomas Bender,
for example, e;amings what he caIis the "interplay of communal pr1entat1on§
with the larger society", and argues for a Feconceptua11zat1on and rgmarr1age

of the notions of gemei‘gchaft and gesc-}-’l’lschafj:.]2 I suspect that my
colleagues on thi$ program and, in particular, Professor Reagan have some: '
insights to offer in this area. o : '

[l

What appears clear is that there is oppgrtunity for conmunicagjve , )
. . ) ) )
research about how communication is or can be used instrumentally to sustain
and-enhance consensual perceptions of identity, interdependenée and_gb]igation,

A

and perceptions of efficacy among community residents. As I trust this
\

Y N

program demonstrates,  some progress has been made in that direction. ' )
Pérhaps most intriguing for those interested in i]iuétrnting anﬁ\ '
testing the instrumental nature of communication is the notion of cqmmunjty
hange. To speak of a "sense of coﬁhunity" is often to shggest a homeostatic
state in which yarious compg&ing interests are uniformly satisfied or ‘
. ’
subdued. Jacqueline Scherer offers a more realistic picture when she. { .
writes:
Those who see community as adyemotional bond of thgetherness
‘usually paint their image in glowing colors of warmth and '
affection, dimming out, as far as possible; the strains, <
tensions, and inevitable clash of interests that are normally
ﬁnesent in hues just as strong. This is because most of us
ave been reluctant to understand the complexity ?g conf]icg
and ihe important part it plays in human affairs.
1 believe I could spend the remainder of my time identifying profitable ' -

areas of research focusing on the uses of speech communication to alter

-

in ways subtle and profound the nature and;functioning of‘community.z it

/ ~ | L
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seems unnecessary in late 1981 to suggest that counmnity as a 1eve1 of
J

socia] organization cannot avoid conf11ct Indeed. as Richard Sennett
q

suggests in The Uses- of D1sorﬁs_. unless conflict and conflict management

-

are .a part-of the community structure true conmunity cannot and does not

14

exist, I find it d1ff1cu1t to believe that those who understand human

relationships and human sogial structures of any kind regard Sennett's

'

suggestiou as rad1ca1 The fagi of conflict in community offers opportunities

to discover how communication‘used instrumentally provokes, exacerbates,

and manages community conflicts. ,

There is time here only to sketch.. What I have attempted to argue _

is that the”notion of community offers ample research opportunities to
those interested in the 1nstrumenta1 nature of communication. .In dis-.
covering how communication operates to create, develop; sustain, and

change "sense of commuzﬂty" ue will discover more than we now know'

- about pragmatic, human communicatiod. That much should recommend community
study to communication scholars. But, as I indjcated earlier, there is more.
Ear1ier£§\offered the-proposition that community, perhaps as no other
level-of social organization,'ilfustrates the de)icate interplay of private

and public communication. Let me outline thé apgument here. I have been
made uncomfortable; as perhaps }ou.have, by the argument of Richard Sennett
that the pursuit of communal solidarity and commynity 1dent1ty\resu1ts in

ol

an ultimately destructive "myth of community" in which d1versity. flexibility,
g 4

and ambiguity are .sacrificed to homogeneity, exclusiveness, and predfctabf]ity.

It is hard to'resist_some‘components of Sennett's argument. But it is also

« true that the "communal urge" is a search for identity and emotional

N
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support—in a cdmplex and jmpersqhg] world. As'Jacque11ne Scherer points.
out, "(C) ommunity. . . (is) the means by _which issues of loneliness,
1mperSonaf1ty, bigness arid loss of power can be redressed. . . . & gcontext

within which to find persona] acceptance and recogn1tion denied in other
wlb ) - ' M

e 4

situations.
. \ » :
A central problem with “sense of community" is the tensiqgn between
) - 1

private needs and concerns and public demands. The development .of

common identity, for example, involves the emergence of a sense of

-

- 'Me-ness" with some number of 1nd1v1dua1s But inherent 1n th1s {s a sense

At

of d1s1dent1ty with athers, a process of disidentification. The issue

““then, of how "others" will be assimilated into the community is persisfen}

[ 4

and vexing. VYet, communitj scholars are virtually unapimous in arguing

that community structures which are incapable of assimilating new members

[ .
are doomed to extinction. !

‘ What, is needed is an eip]oration of how this tension can be managed .
so that personaﬁ and~dub1ic concerns are satisfied Members of a community
Mare simultaneously involved, as Thomas Bender points out, 1n different
kinds of soc1a1 re]ationsh1ps and hold d1fferent statuses depend1ng upon

whether they are acting out a role as a me@ber of a family, as a c]ose

" friend or neighbor, or as political men and women. These roles, he

argues, are—-or shou]d be--mutua]ly reenforcing and co]]ect1ve1y<eonst1tute

what 1s meant by the commuhity. 7 -

N -

Just how all of this is managed'howeyer'1s an open question. I'suggest
that tnvestigating hew this is managed is 1ikely to {1lustrate for communi-
cation_ scholars the distinction Befween private communication and public

» -

» .
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communication. To 1nvest1gate the community from this perspective i€ to ,
search for the means by which 1nd1v1dua15 deve]op perceptiGn; éf the communal
contéxt and the more restr1ct1ve contexts which must exist within the _
commUnal structure Such 1nvest1gat1on will probe the relationships which
_emerge with a deve]oping séﬁse of communtty and the vary1ng quality of
_those relationships. Some community engendergd rg]ationsh1ps will presumab]y
satisfy the requirements needed tor "private" communication and some will
be 1imited to public 1ntéraction. )éucﬁ\investigation Qi]] also probe,héssage -
content and language féaturgs which characterize some ionnwnttyfbased tnter-
actiofis as private and others s pubTic I am not, of course, arguing for
uttY1zat1on of the theoretical scheme I have out11ned in approach1ng the
issue of pr1vate versus public communication. ‘I am, however, arguing )
that whatever scheme we m1ght construtt to account for the dtstfﬁct19n{
between‘priyaté and public communication may be profitably tested and
i]]ugtk;ted through a focus’upon community‘ﬁrocesSe§. '
Finally, and yeé} briefly, 1 argue—that.tg understand thg meaniﬁg
and functioning of community is to understand more than we know now about
#he relationships ampng interacting units which, exert influence sjmu]taheousiy.
Iﬁterbersona] relationships, for example, are imbedded within community
structures. If,those.relqtionships are to be fully understooq,‘fome account
‘must be made of the extent to which they are -influenced by and exert
Influence upon the connﬁnity: The same point may be made of g}oup inter-
.actions.e;pecia]]y tﬁbse group interactions wpich emerge féom'commuﬁity
coﬁcefns or those group interactions whith emerde from a desire to go beyond

community concerns. Organizations, too, are influenced by and.exert

influence upon the community. To understand the community is to account
- . 3 N .
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. for those influences and to. reyeal mote than we currently know about dhc1s1on

‘processes w1th1n.organ1zat1pns. Tofunderstand the community is, I submit,
to'understand‘better the nature of 1nter-ethn1c and eVen inter-cultural
communication. In recent years communication scholars have focused attent1on
upon the interaction of various 1eveTs of soo1a1 organ?zat1on To argue

the value of gommuni ty study is nothing more or 1ess than tozurge that '
commun1ty as a 1eve1 of soc1a1 organizat1on should be Tnc]udéd in any, effort

" to account for the comp1exity of human communicative behavipr

-
I began this’ presentat18n by suggesting that my 1nterest'1n commun1ty
 has been characterizgd by fascination and frustratige.. 1 trust this brief
L sketch Jas 1dent1f1ed some d?"the reasons why, as a student of /mmunication,

, I-am fasc1nated and compe]]ed to a study of. COmmun1ty qi.frustration‘nay
* be described very quickly Some time ago, I submitted a paper for review
to a communication'jounna1 The study represented an early attempt td probg: SN
the cpmmuﬁfcat1ve corre]ates of "sense of commun1ty " The paper was re-

¢ . ..
turned withithis briQi ‘note: "Th1s study deals w1th an 1nterest1ng subJect '

1

. & ’!'
. and is we11 thought and executed. HSWever it dea1s with much mor'® than /;/:j:>‘

chmmunication. I th1nk a sociolqu journal wou]d'pe more appropriate than

‘a communication journal." 1 _never want to rgad such a review again from a
- . ~
AN
colleague in communication. . . ) ,
¢ .
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